The Oxford Handbook of English Literature and Theology is a significant collection of fifty essays from international scholars working in the field of literature and theology in the Jewish and Christian traditions. Edited by scholars affiliated with the journal Literature and Theology, the collection focuses on the intersection of theology and the Bible with literature and literary criticism.
begins the section by discussing the intersection between the Bible and early English texts such as Beowolf, among others. Lynne Long follows with her chapter on vernacular Bibles and prayer books. Long argues that translations of the Bible and the liturgy reflected changes in the English language and thus provides us with examples of the vocabulary and syntax of the period from which they emerged. Yet at the same time, '[a] s the Bible provided subject matter, a source of reference and analogy, and a model for narrative and poetic language, its influence on literature was naturally strong' and helped shaped the English canon (pp. 54-55). Remaining chapters look at the Protestant and Catholic Reformations (Brian Cummings), the Enlightenment (Rhodri Lewis), Romanticism (Scott Masson), the Influence of German Criticism (David E. Klemm), the Victorians (T. R. Wright), Modernism (Cleo McNelly Kearns) and Postmodernism (Kevin Hart).
Parts Three to Five concentrate on the links between literature, the Bible and its interpretations, and theological writings. The chief importance of these chapters, while manifold, lies in their expansion of the possibilities of reading the literary in the biblical and the biblical in the literary. Biblical writers may have written with content first and foremost in their minds, but their ability to deliver messages with 'pleasing words' and themes of resonance ensured their enduring influence on literature and literary studies. As Peter S. Hawkins notes in the opening chapter to Part Three: Literary Ways of Reading the Bible, Erich Auerbach -whose Mimesis: The Representation of Reality in Western Literature (1946) is taken to mark the beginning of contemporary forays into the 'Bible as Literature'-was a specialist in Romance literature, not a biblical scholar (p. 207, p. 208) .
Given that most readers of the Bible do not understand the ancient languages, how might we approach the Bible in a literary manner? In many ways, Part Three deals with this question. Some sections of the Bible are easily understood as being 'literary'. For instance, J. Cheryl Exum holds that the Song of Songs is 'arguably the most lyrical poetry in the Bible' (p. 259). Yet how does a reader uncover the literary qualities of the Pentateuch, which Tod Linafelt describes as being among the most 'unliterary' (p. 214) of writings? The Pentateuch contains, among other things, a limited vocabulary. It avoids metaphorical description, whether metaphorical or otherwise, and it lacks what we recognise as characterisation. Yet, this economy of style lends the Pentateuch 'its distinctive complexity as literature' (p. 215), as Linafelt makes clear through his close readings of its poetry, parallelisms and characterisation. What we might dismiss as an 'absence of characterization' is in his words 'a certain mode of characterization' (p. 219). Finally, he reminds us that the literariness of the Pentateuch is unmistakable in the debt that Western literature owes to many of its foundational tales such as the creation, fall and flood. Other chapters in the section address the Book of Judges (Timothy K. Beal), Psalms (Alastair Hunter), Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Job (Kirsten Nielsen), Prophetic Literature (Yvonne Sherwood), the Synoptic Gospels (George Aichele), the Gospel of John (Adele Reinhartz) and Apocalyptic Literature (Christopher Rowland).
Section Four: Theological Ways of Reading Literature, surveys authors and poets in relation to biography, historical and religious settings, and theological elements in their selected works. Contributors also discuss the complexities involved in the endeavour of reading theology in literature. For example, Thomas Healy notes in his chapter on Shakespeare and Marlowe, 'Renaissance drama is designed as performed language. This makes these playwrights something of an anomaly in this section called "theological ways of reading literature'''(p. 385). The unfixed nature of performance and staging -not to mention different versions of the same play -render fixed interpretations of theological values in these texts problematic. Other chapters in this section look In Section Seven, Andrew Hass concludes the handbook with a speculative essay on the future of English literature and theology in a post-secular, globalised and postmodern world.
The Oxford Handbook of English Literature and Theology will be an invaluable addition to any library. This book will be of great interest to any teacher, student and reader who has an interest in a field that, judging from the expansiveness of this volume, will no doubt continue to grow.
